Infantry

In Action

Guerrilla Battalion, U.S. Style

By mid-1969 the 4th Battalion, 39th Intantry had set Viet-
aam's guerrilla-dominated Pelta on tire, This battalion’s
achievements  weren’t accomplished  with  conventionally
trained soldiers, led by conventionally oriented leaders, but
by American soldiers who tought and thougit like their guer-
rilla foes and by leaders who followed Mao™s handbook on
puerrilla warfare *

Since early January 1969, the battalion, known as the
“Tlardeore Barttalion'” throughoeut the Sth Infantry Division,
had lived and fought under virtually the same harsh and de-
matxling conditions as the Viet Cong. The troopers had become
lean and hard, and had the sort ol pride that comes only fron
sacrifice. There were no suburban luxuries like cold beer and
tape recorders, for example. According to one expert on guer-
rilla warfare, the Hardcore Battalion had become more profi-
cient at this form of wartare than the elite guerrilta units that
they challenged daily in western Dinh Tuong Province. The
helicopters and air strikes helped, but the attitude of the men
was the determining factor.

Surprise, deception, mobility, imagination, cunning, and
familiarity with every stream, trail, hamlet, and village within
the area of operation (AQ) were the characteristics of Hard-
core’s tactics. The battalion acquired an ability to move at night
with stealth and ease, and when it struck, it struck hard, The
catalyst {or all of this was alertness, which came to be the car-
dinal requircment.

Little dependence was placed on the sophisticated machinery
of modern warfare. The helicopter was viewed not as some
magic panacea for winning the war, but as a vehicle to move
mien into battle. Ground radar, sniffers, technical intelligence
devices, and countless other mechanieal gimimicks that had
been developed to bring a quick and easy solution to the war
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were used, but only as @ means w an end. They weren’t con-
sidered an end in themselves. The battalion’s concept was
that machinery doesn’t win battles. Battles are won only by
trained, dedicaied, highly motivated wen who aie expeiily ol

As puerrillas, the Hardeore Battalion adopted the Asian’s
contempt for time, and they never hurried. They were slow,
careful and methodical. In strict accordance with Mao's ruies
of guerrilla warfare, they would fight only when victory was
assured at a minimal cost in {riendly casualties, The battalion's
most priceless assets were its troopers, and their safety was
always uppermaost in the commander’s mind. If an element
had to attack across an open rice paddy through antipersoniel
mines to take a bunkered position just to kill a few enemy,
then forget it! No attack would be made. *“We’ll strike it hard
with artillery and air, sneak to their rear and ambush them
as they try to run away,’ would be the solution.

This talk of salety shouldn’t imiply timidness or reluctance,
for the battalion was bold and took risks few units woutd take,
providing the pame would be played according to their rules,

The battalion’s primary tactic was the ambush. Its units
operated in widely decentralized platoon or smaller formations,
normally over a S0-kilometer AQL Obviously, this type of
cimployment required small unit leaders of exceptional skill.
Weak leaders were replaced. Company commanders were
hand-picked, ideally had two previous Vietnam tours, and
possessed the ability to operate independently as guerrilla
chicftains.

Company commanders trained with an Australian Infantry
company for four weeks, where they learned platoon and com-
pany tactics from the fincst jungle fighters in the world, In
addition, all feaders (staff sergeant and above) were required
to read battalion-prepared counterinsurgency handbooks which
spelled out in detail how they were expected to operate. This
theoretical instruetion was augmented by a nunimum of two
weeks on-the-job traming with a proven guerrilla leader. Here
the new leader learned tricks that weren’t taught at West Point
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or Fort Benning, but that they necded to know in order to out-
fox the tox.

The battalion’s basic orgamzation was drastically maditied
to facilitate the ambush concept. All rifle company heavy
weapons platoons were converted into rifle platoons. The bat-
tation was stripped down by climinating extrancous equipment.
The battalion’s reconnatssance and heavy mortar platoons were
ranstormed into a sniper and special action foree respectively,

Fach of the rifle companies was assigned a specific tactical
mission. lach was given broad guidance, time to conduct need-
ed special training, and maximum latitude in developing and
preparing its organizaton.

Company A became the long-range ambush company and
wits organized into two 60-man heavy platoons. [ts mission
was 10 operate on the periphery of the battalion’s A One
platoon was always deplayed, while the other stood down,
resting and training. The deployed platoon would normally
enter the target area by helicopter several hours before dusk,
as part of another company that would be assigned a target
in that arca. While the airmobile torce, or “jitterbug,” was
on the ground, the heavy ambush platoon would go into hiding.
Alter dark, the platoon would move to its First ambush site,
1o set up where there was evidence of frequent enemy move-
ment.

The platvon used artillery delensive concentrations (DEE-
CONs), dug decp, carctully camouflaged its positions, and
conducted Hmited locu! patrolling around its base. Movement
during daylight and helicopter overtlights were forbidden. The
ground commander moved his anbush when he had concluded
the fish would no longer bite, or 1n concert with Tuture bat-
talion plans. This platoon normally stayed out six days and
was picked up by helicopter after its sister clement was in-
serted in another area. The company commander occasional-
ly went out with a platoon to set the example and check on
operations. Normally, he remained at his company base camnp
monitoring operations, prepared to lead the stand-down pla-
toon or the imitial reinforcement element, and planning future
operations.

AMBUSIH

Company C was assigned the mission of conducting short-
range ambush operations. The company was organized into
four identical platoons; cach night three platoons would
establish ambushes within 10 kilometers of the bastalion
firchase, while the remaining platoon would stand down.

The commanders of Alfa and Charlie companies were cach
assigned a general arca of operations and given maximum in-
dependence and latitude, Their ambush commanders in turn
would conduct detailed inteliigence collection, reconnaissance,
and other necessary troop leading procedures. Once they had
selected the exact ambush sites, they would present a detailed
briefing to the battalion commander,

It wasn't long before these two connanders knew the bat-
tlefield better than they knew their own personnel files, Most
contacts were with small enemy forces at night, which were
moving by sampan or on trails alongside canals. Contacts were
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violent and brief. Claymores and [ragmentation grenades were
the main weapons, and small arms were setdom used. The
surprise effect was so great that the VC normally died in the
killing zone without returning fire. At first Hght the kilting
zone would be swept and enemy weapons, documents, and
other materiel would be secured for eventual evacuation to
battalion.

Both ambush companies conducted all operations by the
hook: —air recons, rchearsals, sandtable briefings, detailed
before -mission personnel inspections. The battalion staff spot-
checked all stages of the before-mission preparitions,

Bravo and Delta companies were organized similar to
Korean War-vintage Ranger companies, These units were the
gucrrilia companies and rotated on operational missions. One
company would stand down at the fire support base (FSB)
and serve as the battadion reaction foree, while it$ sister unit
would operate in i clearly defined AQO. The arcas were selected
atter a meticulous intelligence profile was made. Every m-
telligence source available to the bamation was used, from the
super-seeret black box in the delta-winged jet to the wrinkled
brown farmer whao tilled the rice paddy, When completed, the
intelligence profile blinked like a neon light that pointed a
bright red arrow at the enemy. The guerrilla companies con-
ducted the same exacting pre-operation preparations as the am-
bush companies. Nothing was missed,

JITTERBUG

The guerriila company normally entercd its AO by a night
overland march or as i last insert on a jiterbug. ™ When the
airmobile insertion was used, the birds would return 1o the
landing zone after the company had concealed itself in a hiding
position and conduet a false pick-up. As the slicks came in
for the pick-up, the aireraft doors would be open. But on fift-
off they would he closed, to deceive a sharp-cyed enemy who
might be observing from the distance. After dark, the com-
pany would move to its ambush sites and set up. The exact
number of ambushes depended on the ground commander’s
estimate, based on the tired but true clicher the encmy, tee-
rain, and weather. At first light the company would assem-
ble, dry out from a jong night of soaking in the Delta pad-
dies, and sleep. Only outguards would remain alert and pro-
vide seeurity.

At about 1500 hours, the company would commence check-
erboarding in the direction of its next night ambush location.
The rear puard platoon always would go into a “*hide’” loca-
tion as close as possible to the “'dry out™ position and then
sneak back as a stay-behind force. The batting average for kills
by these stay-hehind clements never slipped below 500,

When moving, the company atways traveled along concealed
routes in multiple columns, with scout elements out {ront. Nor-
mally, contact was with squad-size enciny forces which would
casijy be dealt with, When larger forces were found, the find
‘e, fix “em, fight 'em rule wasn't applied; the Hardcores
had better ways. The find "em force would draw back to a
position that provided good cover, and then maximum tac-
tical air and artillery was ereployed. Battalion would drop other



noncommitted units astride the likely enciy escape routes.
Tactical air and artillery would pour in on the enemy, and the
loose net would be slowly concentrated until it became vir-
tually impossible for the enemy force to escape.

All units traveled light. Only essential equipment was taken.
For the soldier this meant weapon, ammunition, load-hearing
equipment, poncho, rations, and air mattress. The standard
70-paund rucksack, which is so popular with many U.5. units,
was forbidden, Resupply aircraft weren't used and units hived
off the land, just like their guerrilla opponents. Medevac was
summened only for the seriously wounded. The lightly wound-
ed and moderately sick went along with their units. Bveryone
realized that once a chopper came near the element, the opera-
tion was compromised, and the encmy would know the exact
locations and intentions of the fricndlies.

Stealth was one of the main weapons of the Hardeore Bat-

talion, Every soldier was required 1o memorize the rules ol

Rogers” Rangers, and leaders were charged with their
enforcement.

The sniper platoon was a 15-mun element commanded by
one of the sharpest licutenants in the battalion. His command
consisted of 7 two-man sniper teams ol handpicked volunteers.
These sniper teams received camprehensive training conducted
by the 9th Division's Sniper School. They wore a special

uniform, received quick promotions, and had high priority on
awards. Tn short, they were the spoiled children of the bat-
talion commander and everyone knew it. Conscquently, men
fought to become snipers.

During the day, four sniper teams were employed, while
two were used at night and one stood down, The day sniper
teams would be augmented by three volunteers from head-
quarters company. ‘This would make a five-man team: two
stipers, one RTO, and two security men. Lach day at 1600,
Sniper 6 met with the short-range ambush commander and the
hattalion commuander to outline the planned sniper activity for
that night and the following day. Adjustments would be made
to insure that Company C's short-range ambushes and other
battalion activities would be complemented by the sniper
operation. At first light, a slick, escorted by a gunship, in-
serted  ecuch of the five-man teams individually in a
10-kilometer arca around the FSB. By dawn the tcams were
in a concealed position, had set up ali-around security, and
had commenced their scarch for enemy soldiers. Just beforc
dusk, the teams would be picked up and returned to the FSB.
The night teams, working with starlight scopes and pink filters,
would normally set up at Regional Forces outposts. Sniper
6 would select the exact sites, based on intelligence, and con-
duct necessary coordination with the district chief,
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The special action force was an 18-man volunteer platoon
composed of 12 Vietnamese-sized Americans and six Tiger
Scouts (former enemy soldiers who had changed o the govern-
ment’s side and volunteered to work as scouts), This foree,
operating in black pajamas, armed with Russian AK4Ys and
other captured Communist equipment, conducted covert opera-
tions such as prisoner snatches, collection of intelligence, or
special reconnaissaace missions. Licutenant Colonel Trin-
quer’s book on French Army guerrilla tactics, Maodern War-
Jare, served as their hible.

Jitterbug operations were normally conducted every third
day by the stand-down guerrilla company. These operations
were tightly controiled by the battalion commander and his
staff. The day before the operation, an mtelligence analysis
would be made of the battalion’s area ol influence. District,
Pravinee, RE, PEF, 1.8, Special Forces, ARVN units, higher
headguarters, and the battalion’s own agent net were sgueezed
tor the last drop of information. Targets were selected and
prioritics assigned based upon many factors, such as target

pecishability, optimum blade-time  utilization, location of

triendly units, placement of supporting {ires, and probable
enemy strengths. Next, the battalion CO, 8-2, und §-3 attended
4 target mecting at brigade. Here, cach target was discussed
in detail. and additional brigade or division targets were as-
signed, based on “‘hotter dope.” By midnight the turget
priorities had been finalized and about 20 blue target circles
would be printed on a map. At first light the command and
control (C&C) aircraft and the air cavalry commarnder arrived
at the FFSB and were briefed with the Infantry CO on targets,
call-signs, frequencies, pick-up zones (P7s), landing zones
(LZs), unit SOPs, rcarm and reluel points, and air cavalry
[CCONNRISSIANCS 20Nes.

INTTIAL LIFT

At the designated hour the air cavairy troop moved to its
reconnialssance zanes, the C&C bird headed toward the first
tarpet, and the initial §it of Infantry moved into a P7 lorma-
tion. The C&C bird carried a minimuwm of six Air Force €S
canisters. If, in the commander’s judgment, the target appeared
not worth striking—-this would be based on lack of fresh trail
activity or recent signs of enemy movement, gut teeling, and
other tell-tale signs of the enemy—-a €85 canister might be
kicked out, foliowed by gunship reconnaissance fire. If the
C8 and machinegun five didn't stir things up, the target might
be scratched.

If the second target looked good, a ritle platoon would be
inserted. The gunships and a forward aic controller would
cover the platwon while it searched out the tarpet arca. If no
contact was made, the C&C would move to the next target,
and the Infantry at the second target would move into a PZ
formation. This procedure would he followed afl day and
would be broken only il solid contact was made. Based on
the size of the contact, Infantry troops and adequate combat
support would pile on the contact to seal the cnemy foree. Ex-
perience gained by the Hardeore Battalion makes this axiom
ring, true when jitterbugging: there is a direct correlation be-
tween the number of inserts and the nwinber of contacts made.
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Maximum inserts result in a high number of contacts. But great
care must be taken to 1nsure that the small Infantry force
doesn’t bite off more than it can handle, for it can be harshly
treated by a clever enemy waiting in anbush,

The PPS-5 pround radar tracked the eneny’s movement at
night and was normally set up at a district headquarters, or
with RIT or PE outposts. This way, it could scan the deployed
ambush patrols more effectively. Permanent overlays were
made of all radar movement, and future ambush patrols and
sniper employment were based on these overlays. The radar
provided the battalion with the enemy’s movement pattern,
It wasn’t an uncommeot event for an ambush patrol to be
notified, “*“You have 10 VC moving on the trail you are on,
They are 400 meters from your position and moving in your
dircetion. ' All enemy activity that wasn't moving toward an
ambush position was plastered by artillery fire

The VC closely follow Mao's dictum: **Our Juty s to fight
a protracted war, avoiding the enemy if possible, never engag-
ing Wi unless it can be made certain in advance that it is to
our advantage.”” As a resuit of this strategem, the eneny was
always caper to attack a small U.S. force that appeared un
casy target.

VARIATIONS

The Tlardeores used the following technique. or variations,
to tempt their greedy opponent: A small [nfantry force would
be inserted by helicopter at last light and set up near the L2,
After dark it would move, leaving a clearly defined trail for
enemy scouats to follow, and ok up with one of the guerrilia
companies that had carefully slipped into the AO. This trap
brought results more times than not. On two occasions, multi-
ple company-size enemy forces struck what they thought was
a weak platoon, only to find a weltl dug-in, reinforced rifle
company that was locked and loaded . What the enemy thought
wils 4 tender lamb was instead a sinewy tiger.

The dth Battalion, 39th Infantry, being a band of guerrillas,
had its own unit training program. Each week two platoons
would slip from the ISB to the division rear for a rigorous
onc-week training program. This program used all the assets
of the division training facilitics and was closely wonitored
by the battalion exceutive ofticer. The troopers looked for-
ward to this week. They knew they would train hard for a
minimum of 12 hours a day, but they also knew they could
relax and forget about hunting Charlie for a while. The train-
ing program paid rich dividends: morale went up, casualties
went down, and the battalion became a little sharper at out-
witting the guerrilta.

The tactical innovations discussed here weren't played as
separate musical instruments with each musician doing his own
thing. They were employed in close concert with cach other,
closely controlled by the battalion commander. One example:

Larly worning, 21 May 1969, intelligence indicated that
a large enemy force was staging to the north of FSB Danger.
At 0700 a special action force element was dispatched, with
the mission “*get a prisoner.”” Simultancously, 1wo battalion-
controlled civilian agents were told to infiltrate the suspected



enemy assebly area to detenmine the size and mission of the
enemy foree.

The agents and the SAL element were back by 1000, SAE
didn’t have a POW to show for its efforts, but it had made
contact with an cnemy patrol and killed four of them. Que
ol the KIA was the reconnaissance company commander of
the 261 A VC Battalion. Found on him was a map showing
attack plans against & nearby RE company, including com-
pany objectives, movement routes, Supporing weapons sites,
and most nnportantly, the exact location of cach asserbly area
for ail the companices in the 260 1A Battahon, The agents con-
tirmed that it was 261A and concluded that it was ready o
mp off,

The Hardeore commander deduced that the attack on the
R1* company was of sccandary naportance, The enemy's ab-
jective was to frighten the people of Giao Duc, for if an RE
company could be destroyed right under the noses ol a U.S.
battalion, how secure was the average peasant?

The cnciny’s plan might have worked had the American op-
ponent heen a unit that played by ordinary rules. But this op-
Ponent-was a guerrilla like himselt, who cheated and read his
hand, then stacked the deck.

The VLS. battalion readied itself Tor combat, Holes weren't
bared in the sky by helicopters cireling over the tarset. Nor
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wis artillery and tactical air placed blindly on red dots on the
map marking VO locations, Helicopters weren't hastiby
assembled for an ill-planned airmobile assault. The battalion
knew that the enemy would be pone slick as a whistle betore
the lead ship set down on the 1.7,

Iixperience bad taught this lesson well, The VO couldn’t
be destroyed by conventonal tactics employed by the average
11.S. battalion it Vietnam. Only guerrilla tactics augmented
hy U.S. firepower could defeat the enemy at low cost.

The target was perishable. The enemy wouldn't linger long
in the assembly area, He would cither attack soon or slink
away . Ele had to be baited o stay one more night. Two M
dusters, with potent twin d0nun cannons, and a rifle plateon
were moved o the RE outpost to reinforee it Tt was hoped
that this would cause the enemy o reassess bis attack plans,
thus buying time. False helicopter insertions were made alone
all the enemy s probable withdrawal routes, w cause hing o
think twice before running away into a possible hornet's nest
ol ambushes.

After these deceptive measures were taken (o keep the bird
i the cage, the following concept ot operations was outlined
to the commanders:

Bach rifle company would be divided nto two pares. Half

the battalion, operating under company control, would -
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filtrate at dark and establish ambush positions by 0600 ¢n 22
May. The other half of the battalion, less one heavy piatoon
from Company A, which would be the battalion reaction force,
would conduct a combat assault at first light. The combat
assault force’s mission wasn’t to become decisively engaged,
but to serve as the beater and get the rabbit running.

All preparations were carcfully concealed. The battalion
kinew that the VC constantly observed all U.S, installations,
scarching for signs of unusual activity, Harassing and inter-
diction (H&D fires weren't increased . Reconnaissince wasn't
allowed and everything at I'SB Danger went on its normal
merry routing,

After dark the ambush forces moved out. Long lines of

ghostly coluinns moved silently ajong separate infiltration
routes toward their critical blocking positions. Stealth was the
key. One careless movement could blow the show,

ALO600 all ambush elements were in position and the stage
was sel (o spring the trap. AL 0700 the airmobile force was
launched. Onee the beaters were on the ground, the enemy
reacted as if it were an aggressor force at Fort Benning and
followed the scenario according to plan.

All morning long the enemy tried 10 escape. He couldn’t
hide because heavy artiliery fire, tactical air, and gunships
blasted all possible hiding positions. There wasn’t one inch
of ground that he could use to escape this murderous tire or
the probing thrusts of the airmobile scarch foree.

By 1200 the enenty command structure had disintegrated.
Lnemy soldiers ran in every direction, only to be cut down
by gunships or battalion sniper teams attached to the maneuver
clements.

By 1800 the fight was over. All elements of the battalion
aad departed the batelefield except Company C, which went
into a hide position after a false helicopter pick-up. That night
their umbushes killed 17 VC who had hidden in reeds all day
and tried to escape under cover of darkness. Friendly
cusualties: two U.8. slightly wounded. Enemy casuaitics: 167
KIA, seven POWSs, and numerous weapons captured.

This ends the story of a battation that used radical techniques
to win, Yet these techniques weren’t new. Marion had used
the same unorthodox tricks al Cowpens, as had Rogers against
the lrench at Detroit. The Hardeores had simply updated the
tactics of our puerrilia forefuthers and given them a 1969 Viet-
nan twist.

'rom January to late May 1969 the Hardeore Battalion killed
over 2,700 enemy soldiers with a loss of 26 troopers. But more
important, the western portion of Idinh Tuong Province was
made secure. The people of Gizo Duc identified with the
sovermnent. An average of cight members of the Viet Cong
infrastructure rallicd to the Giao Due District foree per week.
The enemy’s main force units were shattered and rendered
incffective. There was Yight at the end of the tunnel in one
small arca of South Vietnam,
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